PAGE  
2

URGENT AND IMMEDIATE

Mrs Sonia Gandhi

Chairperson

UPA

10 Janpath, New Delhi




25th August 05

Dear Mrs Gandhi,



Congratulations for the passage of the NREGB - it is truly a landmark legislation. We deeply appreciate your unwavering support for the enactment of the law, and to our recent efforts to get some major amendments to the minimum wages and corruption clauses. As you know these issues have not been fully resolved, and we hope that the Rules will be formulated in consultation with the campaign, so that some of these matters can be dealt with.

This letter however relates to an urgent matter relating directly to the implementation of the RTI and the NREGB .  I write to you to request your personal intervention and support for a bold initiative undertaken by the Collector of Solapur, Ms Manisha Verma I.A.S., to fight corruption in works run under Maharashtra’s existing Employment Guarantee Act using the right to information and social audits. She has begun a detailed and comprehensive campaign to have muster rolls of last year’s works read out across the district to obtain people’s verification of their veracity (the works are worth as much as Rs 200 crores). This effort has immense potential for demonstrating the effectiveness of the right to information and social audits to deal with much talked about potential corruption in the Employment Guarantee Act. Expectedly, Ms Verma is encountering stiff resistance from vested groups in the political and administrative establishment.  

The enclosed letter explains the situation in Solapur till yesterday. The process began a couple of months ago when alarming levels of corruption came to light, and as Collector Manisha Verma decided to take action against guilty officials, and conduct extensive social audits. She was transferred, due to pressure from Agriculture Department officials, and it was only after the media highlighted the matter that her transfer order was stayed. Since then she has been working to have the social audit completed in the face of growing resistance and non-cooperation from government functionaries in the district. She received a written order from the Divisional Commissioner yesterday, reportedly on verbal instructions from the Chief Minister, to stay the process of the social audit, and suspend the reading out aloud of muster rolls. As you can imagine, suspending this process now would pass a disastrous message not just to others in Maharashtra, but across the country. In fact as you so effectively outlined in your speech in the Lok Sabha on the EGA, transparency of muster rolls and social audit are likely to be the most effective antidote to corruption. The Solapur effort could be used as a timely model to demonstrate to the whole country how effective this process could be if political and administrative will is exercised. 
I write to you with the following requests:

a) The transfer orders of Manisha Verma be cancelled, so that she does not have to function as a lame duck Collector in the District.

b) A strong political message be sent through the office of the Chief Minister that the social audit has the support of the State Government and the Government of India, that the social audit  process is here to stay, and that it will be seen to its logical conclusion.

c) The stay orders from the Divisional Commissioner on the reading out of muster rolls be immediately revoked.

d) Arrangements be made to ensure that the muster rolls of last years’ works be handed over by the concerned departments to the collector, and that a strong message be sent that firm action will be taken against any official not cooperating with the social audit process.

e) Observers be sent from the Government of India and other parts of the country so that it becomes clear to all that Solapur is not an isolated effort, but will in fact be used as a model for both the national RTI and EGA. The suo moto disclosure of muster rolls is mandatory under the Maharashtra RTI, the national RTI as well as the NREGB. Well handled, this could demonstrate our resolve to end the culture of “Sab Chalta Hai.”

A team from the MKSS has been in Solapur for the last few days. I plan to go there when the muster rolls are read aloud. The programme can only go ahead on schedule if the political and administrative machinery extends full cooperation to what is an important government sponsored initiative. In Rajasthan also, when the Ashok Gehlot government had conducted government sponsored social audits of panchayat works, similar organized resistance from Sarpanches was removed through firm messages of such a process being “non negotiable”.

We hope this can be urgently sorted out. Shri Pulok Chatterji and the NAC Secretariat are already aware of this matter.

With warm regards,

Yours sincerely,

Aruna Roy

